HOW THE WARS   OF RELIGION  RUINED FRANCE

Since the young king had married their niece, Mary Stuart, the Guises
seized the reins of power; they did so by admitting the majority of young
Francis II, a convenient fiction which permitted him to summon whatever
councillors he might choose. The French people embraced the Guises
'with that ardour which always pushes it towards those who represent
its passions of the moment'.1 At once they became 'providential men*,
called by God for the defence of the Catholic religion. Francis, the soldier,
was the most popular; the Cardinal of Lorraine, the real leader, was at
once 'dictator, pope and king'. Antoine de Bourbon, first prince of the
blood, would have had a rightful claim to the regency, but seeing that
the populace was wholly captivated by the Guises, he thought it wiser
to He low. During these early days of die reign, the Huguenots would
have been inclined to act as dutiful subjects, 'provided God's sovereign
empire remain untouched', but the Guises and their extremist friends
wanted to purge the realm of heresy. Thanks to their violence, they
forced the adherents of reform into rebellion. The Guises' 'openly tyran-
nical manner of acting, the threats employed against the greatest men in
the kingdom, the withdrawal into silence of princes and great lords, the
decay of the principles of justice brought under the discretion of the
principal rulers [the Guises], the resources of the realm apportioned at
their order to whomsoever they pleased, as was likewise the case with all
offices and benefices, in short, their violent and manifestly illegitimate
government aroused wonderful hatreds against them . . . And so every
man was forced to think of his own business, and many began to consult
with one other in order to discover some proper remedy which would
give the upper hand to the ancient and legitimate government of the
kingdom'.2

Thus it was that the 'Huguenots by policy' joined forces with the
Huguenots by religion. Every variety of malcontent, suffering persecu-
tion,* decided to get rid of the Guises. There was no kck of soldiers, since
the Peace of Cateau-Cambresis had increased the number of unemployed
veterans, and die theologians of Reform approved the conspiracy provided
it was backed by a prince of the blood. The Bible abounded in such plots.
It was agreed that armed bands would converge towards Blois and Am-
boise and would capture the court; the Guises, however, were warned, the
scheme was uncovered and the schemers were apprehended. Frightful re-
pressive measures followed; all the pinnacles of the castle of Amboise bore
the heads of those put to death. As he was passing by, Jean d'Aubigny
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